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Imperial County Office of Education and Imperial Valley JACL Grant Honorary High School Diplomas To Nisei

SAN FRANCISCO (May 6, 2005) – After over 60 years, nine Japanese Americans were granted their honorary high school diplomas on Saturday, April 30, at a Friendship Dinner sponsored by the Imperial Valley Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) and the Imperial County Office of Education (ICOE) in Imperial, California.

[image: image1.jpg]



In this unique collaboration between the Imperial Valley JACL and the ICOE, an unforgettable and inspiring event was held with nearly 400 educators, community leaders, friends, and family in attendance.  

As former resident Akira Sanbonmatsu recollects, the ICOE’s support of Japanese Americans in Imperial Valley has remained strong for several decades. “It was the teachers and administrators who stood by the Japanese American students during the evacuation,” recalled Sanbonmatsu.  And, again in 1944, when the farmer’s union staged a protest against the return of the Japanese Americans at Brawley High School, “It was the school district that broke up the rally.”  Sanbonmatsu attended three years of high school at Poston interment camp, but returned to Holtville High School to graduate.  He and his wife attended the event from New York as part of a family (community) reunion, joined by his sons from Philadelphia and San Francisco, and visiting his brother Yosh and sister-in-law Mary Sanbonmatsu of Sanbon, Inc.

For Hanako Nishida Manaka, it had been 63 years since she returned to the valley.   In May 1942, she and her family were sent to an internment camp in Poston, Arizona.  She and her friends had written to Central Union High School to ask about their diplomas, but never heard back.  After all these years, the flush of excitement on Manaka’s cheeks as she hugged an old friend tightly, and sighed, “Tamiko,” reflected the joy of this heartfelt reunion.  The return to their hometown to receive an honorary high school diploma, though a simple gesture, is a welcoming back, a bittersweet memory - a reminder of the wrongful act of Executive Order 9066 and the innocent lives it gravely affected.   

Imperial Valley JACL President Jason Jackson was the emcee for the evening as well as the coordinator of this year’s Friendship Dinner.  “It was nice to see the honorees finally be able to receive their diplomas,” commented Jackson. “I was touched by the emotions displayed not only by them, but also by their families.”

Among the recipients were Brawley High School, Calipatria High School, Central Union High School, and Imperial High School graduates from the classes of 1942-1946: Keiko Hosokawa, Haruko Ishimine, Oscar Kodama, Sam Miyamoto, Hanako Nishida, and Larry Shimamoto.  Daughters and grandaughters of Sho Horibe, Haruyo Kubota, and Frank Miyamoto accepted honorary diplomas on their behalf.  Eleven diplomas will be sent to honorees that could not attend the event.

Entertainment included a taiko performance by the Shokenji Taiko Group from the Vista Buddhist Temple, and a special performance of Within The Silence: Share the Courage by Patty Pomplun of Living Voices.  Combining solo performance with film and audio to bring to life the story of a Japanese American teenage girl whose family is sent to the internment camp at Minidoka, Idaho, the piece is a stirring medium for sharing the depth of the internment experience from a multitude of perspectives.

John Tateishi, National JACL Executive Director, and Kenneth Inouye, National JACL President, were in attendance and articulated the importance of granting honorary retroactive diplomas to eligible Nisei.   Prior to World War II, over fifty percent of the farmlands were managed by Japanese Americans, yet only a few families were able to return.  Tateishi recounts, “Not only did I want to support the Nisei being honored tonight, I also came for personal reasons.  I have never been to the Valley and wanted to see where my father had farmed prior to the war.”

Diplomas were presented by Bill Criman, President of the Imperial County Board of Education, and John D. Anderson, Superintendent of Schools at the Imperial County Office of Education.  Congressman Bob Filner was also present to impart a special recognition certificate to the graduates, as well as a representative from the office of Assemblywoman Bonnie Garcia.

The granting of these diplomas was made possible by Assembly Bill 781, authored by Assemblywoman Sally Lieber of the 22nd Assembly District in 2003.  AB 781, which became law in 2004, authorizes any high school district, unified school district, or county office of education in California to retroactively issue a high school diploma to any individual of Japanese descent whose high school years were interrupted due to forced removal and incarceration during World War II.

The California Nisei High School Diploma Project (“California Nisei Project”), established to provide support to schools and community organizations in their efforts to implement AB 781, worked with the Imperial County Office of Education and the Imperial Valley JACL in coordinating this event.  

In addition to the Friendship Dinner, school workshops were facilitated by the California Nisei Project to engage students in a “living history” of Japanese American internment to a combined 450 students at Brawley High School in Brawley, CA and Central Union High School in El Centro, CA on Friday, April 29.  Joined by Living Voices and volunteer Nisei speakers, Project Director Jill Shiraki and Project Coordinator Naomi Funahashi took this opportunity to educate students about the Japanese American internment experience and its parallels to civil rights issues of today.  

Akira Sanbonmatsu, the guest Nisei speaker at Central Union High School, shared his personal experiences for the first time in the Imperial Valley.  Larry Shimamoto, Imperial High School Class of 1945 and diploma recipient, shared his recollections of internment with the students at Brawley High School.  “Hearing the experiences of someone who was a teenager during internment is such a unique opportunity, particularly since both Nisei speakers grew up in Imperial Valley and shared experiences the students could personally connect to.” said Funahashi.  

The Imperial Valley commencement is the first scheduled ceremony for 2005.  Other Nisei graduation ceremonies are being planned with high schools and communities throughout California.  California Nisei Project is working with schools and community organizations to create opportunities to honor the Nisei with their high school diplomas and facilitate an exchange of “living history” for current high school students.  To find out how you or your family can sign up and support the California Nisei Project, or to find out if any efforts have begun in your region, please visit www.canisei.org 

If you have any questions, please contact Jill Shiraki, Project Director at jshiraki@sbcglobal.net or call Naomi Funahashi, Project Coordinator at the Japanese Cultural and Community Center of Northern California at (415) 567-5505.  

About California Nisei High School Diploma Project

The California Nisei High School Diploma Project is established to provide educational and outreach support for a new law, Assembly Bill 781, which retroactively grants high school diplomas to former students whose high school education was interrupted due to his or her incarceration or forced removal from the State of California during World War II.







